Searching For Truth Growing Up
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This will be the first chapter of a book-in-progress, Searching for Methods: Some initial approaches to overview qualitative methods of scientific research – Especially for those frightened of studying research methods

Science and scientific method are about ways of seeking truth, ways of knowing, ways of "reasonable" proof.

1.  Childhood intuition as scientific method

Jerome Bruner, in The Process of Learning, urges us to train our intuition "not only in formal academic disciplines but also in everyday life".  "The shrewd guess, the fertile hypothesis, the courageous leap to a tentative conclusion -- these are the most valuable coin of the thinker at work, whatever his line of work." 

The year I was 10, in Chicago, one afternoon after school, I was walking along across the street from the Presbyterian Church we went to.  I was looking at the church, perhaps in the back of my mind thinking about the rheumatic fever that had almost killed me the winter I was six.

Suddenly I was struck with a clarity I don't remember ever having had before.  In this "clear" frame of mind, I recognized that, as I understood it, there was "nothing" after death, that each life itself was very brief (whether six years or eighty), and that the moments between then and death were all each of us ever get to have (at least on this planet).  

The moment I was experiencing filled me first with dread; then, strangely enough, that moment's feeling was replaced by deep joy and a sense of fullness, of experiencing life utterly.  I was flooded with the feeling of the exquisite beauty of each moment, this moment.  It struck me that this is our natural state, each moment a source of awe and ecstasy, like, in essence, that we were still in Eden.

Each moment that we are here has an ecstasy to it, no matter what complication.  We are here, now.  What grace.

There was no question in my mind about this.  I sensed that I had apparently broken intuitively through some filmy barrier and had come face to face with what was truth for me, a reality standing behind our conventional reality, one which took this emotional precedence over my everyday "knowing".

I had never been so sure of anything in my life.  I suppose I've never been so sure of anything since, because the rest of my life I have steered by this "compass".  Any time I can extricate myself from the regular struggles of being I can reenter this realm where every instant is charmed, where to me every instant is infinitely precious.

Thus, my initial contact with I might have called scientific method was, I guess, complete with a kind of childhood personal phenomenological experiencing in which I sensed inside me a transforming "truth".  I have explored over decades its meaning for me.  I’ve  held to this way of perceiving through every life crisis I’ve had and find it now continuing to light my way, especially at 69, as I face personally, and through the death in recent years of a growing number of my loved ones, even more crucially the limited number of my days.

In my case what I considered scientific method was based firmly on intuitive perception and the settling in of a kind of interior light.

2.  Literature as scientific method

In high school I fell in love with literature - reading stories, poetry, and novels that "rang true" and filled me with emotion and deeper thought.  That was the central test for me then.  When I went off to college at the University of Illinois, my continuous theme of study (among flirtations with many subjects) remained literature.  I had the sense that here fundamental questions and realities of human existence and experience were being expressed and “put to the test”.  

The critical method was, along with emerging feelings, a kind of text analysis, in which we studied word-by-word, thought by thought, step-by-step, development-by-development, continuously exploring the developing momentum of the lives under study.  The development of human tragedy became tangible; and the steps toward tragedy became almost predictable, not only on the page but also in our real world.

I notice that in this writing I have now moved from "I" and "mine" to "we" and "ours".  This is clearly because my quest for truth was moving from a solitary, inward focusing process to one which a number of us students and teachers were working on together - sharing the carrying of our "heavy burdens", sharing the late-night explorations, the arguments heating up to an incandescence that would continue to come to yield more and more light.

We students of literature had never heard the word "hermaneutics", but our "scientific methods" and "tools" became more and more rigorous and consistent in their own ways; and our ability to predict developments and outcomes took on a professionalism about which we felt both proud and "at home", as we moved upward from introductory courses to the more and more advanced.  We were becoming practiced.  Intuition was still with us; and often an intuitive breakthrough would bring our studies home to the next literary realization, the completion of the next level of character analysis, the next "full circle".  But we were learning to combine this intuition with more objective and repeatable methods and steps of conceptual explorations.  We were learning synthesis of methods to deepen our quests.  We were learning syntheses across academic disciplines.

I took up these literary methods and tools and put them in my own "tool box", just as a carpenter puts precious tools into a container to take from job to job.  But instead of preparing to build houses of bricks and wood, I was preparing in my text analyses and intuitions of quality teaching to share with other people ways of understanding how life can be lived with meaning and integrity, how life choices and crises can be approached with centered methods - improving the chances that the challenges will be met deeply and with satisfaction.

3.  Western science and reductionistic quantitative scientific method

Not only did we English majors never use the word "hermaneutics", we almost never, in the circles I was part of, used the term "scientific method".  That was for the "slide-rule jockeys" in the Engineering Building two blocks away; it was for the chemistry, physics, biology, and pre-med students.  In subtle ways, in fact, we English majors and philosophers scorned them, sensing that nothing was more important that our meaning quests through literature and philosophical works.

Early, our university got the “Illiac”, one of the first great computers, filling to capacity a huge room with metal equipment and glass and filament tubes, the heat in the room growing as the work progressed, professors and graduate students cueing up for precious hours to run their punched heavy paper card sets through one end of the machine to have it work its magic, then pop the cards out the other.  The transistor was being invented on campus while I was there.  Another chemistry Nobel was granted.  In the air on campus was the advance of Western science and its methods, a growing sense of almost inexorability about the advancement, a confidence that rationality and discipline would be all that was needed to break through to discovery after discovery, all centered on improving humanity's lot.  We "humanists" didn't necessarily believe that; but we could see the atmosphere growing.

On one of the first nights of fall during my freshman year at Illinois, I was working my way through college as a busboy, cleaning dining tables and dishes downstairs in the student union. Someone came running wildly and loudly down the stairs to this eating room shouting that everyone had to come up and see what was flying across the sky, in space.  I dropped what I was doing, ran up the stairs in my white busboy's coat, and stepped out onto the green grass of the University quadrangle.  The sky above was dark.  It was fully  night.  The grass smelled of moisture and flowers.  Hundreds and hundreds of students and teachers were flooding out of classroom buildings to stand there on the grass, heads and eyes pointed upward. In the deep blue night sky above us, among the unmoving stars, was a point of light moving in a straight line right across the top of the sky.  I heard someone's word:  "Sputnik".  I heard among the voices in the dark that the Soviets had launched the satellite that day.  In my intuitions, watching above us the moving point of light, I had the absolutely clear sense that everything, absolutely everything had changed.

I remember in college reading Sir Francis Bacon's concept of the "ghosts of the mind", in which he argued forcefully that for all of human history humankind had been trapped inside illusory ways of thinking which had caused untold suffering and incalculable loss of opportunity to move forward with humanity's progress.

Although, perhaps, "Objective reality can never be captured." (Denzin & Lincoln, p. 2), 

now above our heads in the dark sky was utter proof that some of humanity's business had just taken a quantum leap forward.  But I did not experience peace of mind.  While methodologically, Western scientific method had led forward for hundred of years to this potentially triumphal night for the species, I found myself worried and sad.  I could not get out of my mind the memory of Nagasaki.

4.  Rejection of rationality-based reductionistic quantitative scientific method as the “only”method 

Hiroshima had ushered in the use of nuclear weapons, gave an undeniable message to Japan (if it needed one, since Japan has been proven to have already been planning its surrender) to quit World War II immediately.  That had been a fantastically awful day. 

 As the nuclear bomb dropped from the plane's underbelly high over Nagasaki and was pulled down inexorably by blind gravity toward its detonation, humanity was preparing to underscore its capacity for monstrous scientific deeds. Then, as Nagasaki and its citizens began to rise into the air inside the incredible fireball, the modern age ended, with its hope in science and science's promise carried up into the sky inside the unbelievably immense fire.

Humanity had used its rationality and science to boil a city. What was rationality and “scientific method” then? Where was the absolutely compelling need to protect innocent life lost?   With this unprecedented cataclysmic act, the use of rationality to follow procedural methods toward clear truth was tainted forever, because without feelings and wisdom, the rational process can lead to hideous ends - Hitler's Cyclon B gas in the Nazi gas chambers, knowledge of mass psychology in operating the concentration camps, and now the Hiroshima and Nagasaki fireballs in the sky filled with people transforming into dust and ashes.

C. P. Snow's Rede lectures stated what was happening in our hearts.  The "two cultures" of science and humanities had come utterly apart and would have to learn how to integrate again, if we were to have any chance to survive and prosper.  (Snow, C.P., 1959)

More recently, in the thermonuclear confrontations of the Cold War, we learned to our horror how the scientific method could be the proximate cause of all life coming to an end in a poisoned and dark “nuclear winter”, in an unending “nuclear night”.  

When the Cold War ended, we in the peace movement turned around in joy but found to our further horror that advanced chemical products of the scientific revolutions were poisoning our ecosphere in ways that could still cause the end of life, the reversing of creation, after all.

Rationality trained in advanced quantitative scientific method had again run amok.  In literature studies in college, over and over, we had learned about tragedy, overweening, overwhelming pride, “hubris”.  Generations have said “pride goeth before the Fall”?  Here it was before us, just as we had learned.

In many of us, this rejection of the direction of our civilization's "advance" produced an immense  void.  We would have to run on intuition and, perhaps, a certain rationality of experience – but in balance.  

The taint of Nagasaki, Cylon B gas, poisoned aquifers, the myriad dead and dying birds at Kesterson, the expanding “silent spring”, the polar bears on the diminishing ice, the polar regions melting away – these phenomena gave us nowhere, nowhere concrete and safe on which to stand. 

5.  The search for the many forms of psychologically resonant writing

When I came to Saybrook Graduate School and Research Center in San Francisco, our class of new graduate students left for a retreat.  Although the retreat was wonderful in most ways, one part involved a part-time faculty member who gathered us newcomers together for a writing lesson.  She said that the rational approach, the formal essay, was the only kind of writing that anyone in psychology would pay attention to.  She began to criticize the methods each new student had used in submitting a writing sample to Saybrook.  She kept repeating that the rational arguments of the formal essay were the only way to be in the service of psychology and be heard.  I felt sad, puzzled, disappointed, and lonely.

As I worked forward at Saybrook, and particularly in the faculty collaboration which brought about the development of the Saybrook Psychology, Creativity & the Arts program, I have kept saying over and over that rationality would not be enough.  That Western quantitative “scientific” method would not be enough.  That if we are to advance, we must learn to use our intuitions as well as our rationality.  

6.  Qualitative orientations

Our poetry, stories, narratives, intuitions, our phenomenological explorations inside ourselves and others - while they may use rational methods to plan, delimit, and record - will inevitably be honoring our emotions and intuitions, as well.  And, for me, that can or will also lead toward truth.

As I approach an overview of qualitative scientific methods, I am struck:  We can no longer trust rationality alone.  How our rationality can lead directly into our barbarity proves that.  Our blindness to the limits of our rationality underscores why we should never again trust our rationality alone or the products of pure rationality.  

Not only rationality is under fire.  The whole house of the world is shaking.  "In the present and for the forseeable future, the virtually worldwide disintegration of common values and a deconstruction of consensus-based societies evoke recognition of the fact that there exist many competing realities, and this fact poses problems not previously encountered...." (Vidich & Lyman, p. 25)

W.S. Merwin considers our predicament:

All day the stars watch from long ago

my mother said I am going now

when you are alone you will be all right

whether or not you know you will know

look at the old house in the dawn rain

all the flowers are forms of water

the sun reminds them through a white cloud

touches the patchwork on the hill

the washed colors of the afterlife

that lived there long before you were born

see how they wake without a question

even though the whole world is burning

Meanwhile, the multinational corporations may continue to say it is purely rational that they should be able to patent strands of human genes undiscovered before, that they should be able to patent rainforest medicines never brought to the West before (though used for millennia by indigenous shamans for people of the rainforest), since they will use it for spreading "the common good".  They say and do these things as they prepare to take the sacrilegious step of trying to patent what the forces of nature have developed for us all.  They speak from the rationality of their own interests, which can be disconnected from the rationality of the real common good.  How can it be right for them to hold a patent?  They can "discover" with their rational scientific method.  They can rest assured that it is proper and good for them to make profits for themselves and their shareholders.  Rationality has created a farce, a travesty and, worse, immense tragedies in the making.  

It won't do.

7.  A grand scheme

I find myself circling around an approach and a  conclusion which emerged in my professional life.  

I read about the common-sense combining of quantitative and qualitative methods, which gives more than one perspective on the search for reality.  I explore inside myself the idea of a synthesis of the rational, combined with the emotions, centered in the experiencing body, producing high-level intuitions (as a product of this marriage between mind and heart) which can guide us through world and time.  I imagine that the ongoing search for wisdom and equity can anchor these thoughts and impulses.

I grow a sense of the critical need for human humility in view of Nagasaki, Heisenberg, Guantanomo.  We cannot know for sure; and even the most brilliant scientific insight, if not coupled with emotion and wisdom, may be absolutely destructive.  

Nothing is certain.

But we are animals who quest, who imagine a universe and the universes beyond that, imagining an earth alive and vibrant and at peace, imagining life brief but lived to its fullest.

Perhaps we can build that.
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